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      Introduction
Let Us Live in Freedom

      Russet and gold marshes choke the river Yeya. Its muddy waters merge into the stagnant pools that bubble and ooze through
         the reeds of its estuary.

      Driving along the causeway from Yeisk towards Azov in a Hungarian-made Icarus bus, I failed to notice that I’d crossed the
         river at all. Only when the marshes ended, and the bus had climbed the tiny elevation to the steppes proper, did I realize
         I had passed the site of a battle that doomed the peoples of the Caucasus mountains to two centuries of carnage.

      This muddy land, where Russia stares at Ukraine across the waters of the Azov Sea, is a strange place to look for the gateway
         to a mountain range, since all around the horizon is a flat line ruled dead-straight against the sky. To the west are the
         sea’s turgid, grey-brown waters. To the east are the broad steppes that stretch to the Sea of Japan. And here is an in-between
         land of mud and reeds that struggle to lift themselves out of the water.

      Yet in these marshes, in 1783, Russia opened its path to the south, to the land of the mountains. Here it finally extinguished
         the power of the steppe nomads that had held it in subjection for so much of its history. The muddy waters swallowed up the
         last descendants of the terror from the east that – according to Russian folklore – had held it back, kept it backwards and
         poor. The nomads had ruled the steppes by raiding and skill for as long as Moscow had ruled Russia, but the Muscovites had
         finally outgrown them. With the horse lords killed, Russia was free to fulfil its destiny: to march to the warm waters of
         the Black Sea and beyond.

      Above the marshes on the north bank of the river is a tiny village, which still bears the name Yeya Fortress – Yei Ukreplenie
         – given to it by the advancing Russian army. To this fortress, in early July 1783, came thousands of the families that made
         up the Nogai horde, the last free descendants of the armies of Genghis Khan in Europe. The Russian General Alexander Suvorov had summoned them to swear allegiance
         to their new ruler, Catherine the Great, and the steppes were covered by their tents. Over three days of feasting, he cajoled,
         he persuaded, he charmed and he threatened, until eventually he had the agreement of the Turkic-speaking nomads. They would
         transfer their loyalty from the defeated Khan of Crimea to the great empress from the north.

      According to the little museum in Yeya Fortress, in the course of the feasting Suvorov treated them to 500 barrels of vodka,
         100 bulls and 800 sheep. A picture on the wall shows the scene. Oriental princes in pointed hats, beards and fur-trimmed caftans
         are interspersed with clean-shaven Russian officers in their full dress uniforms and epaulettes. In the distance, giant cauldrons
         steam over an open fire, while musicians play for a Russian and a Nogai dancing energetically together.

      The picture is one of friendship and conviviality. On the far right, a Nogai man is upending a jug into his mouth. The white-haired
         Suvorov himself is raising his glass in toast, while another Russian is embracing a nomad lord, as they all sit on sumptuous
         carpets spread on the fresh turf.

      Lyudmila, the museum’s director, insisted on showing me the rest of her exhibits. She proudly pointed out jars of sunflower
         seeds, lentils, maize and wheat from the long-defunct collective farm. Photographs showed happy workers parading down the
         streets that still bear their communist names: Street of the Second Five-Year Plan, Street of the Soviets. As we looked out
         of the window, a long-legged girl cycled through the dust of Lenin Street, chased by her squealing little sister.

      On that lazy August afternoon, as flies buzzed in the sunlight and swallows darted in the blue, it seemed nothing bad could
         ever happen here, as if time had stood still since that merry afternoon in the eighteenth century when Suvorov persuaded the
         Nogais that their future lay to the north.

      But the picture was deceptive, like a photograph of a rock concert before it is suicide-bombed.

      Suvorov had a surprise for his new friends. After they swore their allegiance, he told them that the first order of their
         sovereign empress was that they should gather up their belongings, cross the Volga and resettle on the plains south of the Urals. They must
         retrace the westward journey their forefathers took centuries before and leave Europe behind them. There was no place for
         headstrong and troublesome nomads on Catherine’s steppes, and Russia’s hard-working and obedient peasants had another use
         for the black earth, perhaps the richest land in the world, on which they grazed their horses.

      To the nomads, the rule of Crimea – which itself had been annexed by Russia earlier that year – had always been light if felt
         at all. Government for them was a question of tribute, not of obedience. This order shocked, dismayed and then angered them.
         The rank and file rose up and killed the leaders who had signed this treacherous pact. Suvorov was suddenly faced not with
         6,000 dinner guests, but with 6,000 armed, angry and warlike opponents. They marched on the Yeya Fortress, determined to avenge
         the insult and secure their lands.

      But Suvorov was ready for them. Perhaps this was the outcome he had wanted all along. As would so often prove the case in
         the battles with its southern neighbours – the Chechens, the Dagestanis, the Circassians and the other mountain peoples –
         over the next 200 years, Russia’s disciplined troops could easily destroy any angry mob that charged against them. Reinforcements
         arrived and pinned the Nogais back against the marshes of the river.

      Where now the rushes whisper to each other, the cows blink against the flies, and the falcons hover, the Nogais were pushed
         back. Their ranks breaking under the strain, they began to sink into the mud, to feel the helplessness of their position.
         Their sudden attack had failed, and now they were trapped.

      Even the great nineteenth-century Russian historian of the Caucasus, Vasily Potto, whose five volumes trumpet the achievements
         of his country’s armies, allowed the Nogais some sympathy here.

      ‘The Tatars were pushed into the marshy river and, seeing no salvation, in a fit of helpless anger, destroyed their own treasures,
         slaughtered their wives and drowned their infants.’

      The destruction was terrible. Suvorov sent back to the Russian lines a living prize of 300,000 horses, 40,000 head of cattle,
         200,000 sheep, as well as uncounted numbers of women and children – who were perhaps shared out as the animals were among the victorious soldiers.

      But the group at the feast had not been the whole Nogai nation; others had been grazing their herds or camping elsewhere,
         and they rose up to avenge the massacre. Towards the end of August, a new mass of tribesmen attacked the Yeya Fortress, besieging
         it for three days before once more being beaten off. And now the Russians pursued them. Chased across the steppe southwards,
         the Nogais crossed the river Kuban and tried to flee up the river Laba into the mountainous land of their neighbours, the
         Circassians. The Russians left the valley choked with their dead.

      In 1838, an old man called Mansour told an English traveller he met on the southern bank of the Kuban of how the raid had
         changed the complexion of the land. ‘My beard is not yet white, still do I remember the day when, instead of yonder castles,
         there was nothing on the opposite bank but the huts of the Nogais – a people whose customs and religion were in unison with
         our own – with whom we could trade, associate, and war, it might be, all on a neighbourly footing, as we would do among ourselves;
         but these the Muscof [Muscovites] chased them from their rightful homes, driving some of them across the Kuban, where they
         found refuge among ourselves, and the rest to the devil or Krim Tartary [Crimea]. In their place they established these Cossacks
         – giaours [unbelievers] like themselves – and whose way of life is to us an abomination,’ the old man said.

      After this second suppression, the Nogai nation was truly no more. Although they had long since lost the dread reputation
         their forefathers had earned when Genghis Khan’s armies were unrivalled between Korea and Ukraine, their military strength
         had still been formidable. They had traded with Russia for years, and were largely dependent on it for their commerce. As
         early as the sixteenth century, Russia was buying 50,000 horses from them a year. But the fact remained, while they roamed
         and raided lawlessly across the steppe, no Russian peasants could hope to settle, plant crops and live peacefully.

      Suddenly, with them gone, to the south of the Yeya was an empty space, ready for settlement. And to the south of that space
         loomed something quite new for the Russians: a mountain range. Without the Nogais to plague them, the Russians, children of the forests and swamps of the cold north, could march onwards to warm
         lands of wine and feasting. By destroying the Nogais and winning the steppes, they had opened the door to the Caucasus mountains,
         and, after the Caucasus mountains, to the lands of Georgia and Armenia, and to Turkey and Persia too. And perhaps after that,
         they might march to India itself, the greatest prize of all. Russia had discovered its destiny, and the Caucasus peoples were
         standing in its way. For them life would never be the same again.

      These peoples who lived to the south of the Nogais had, over the millennia, developed an astoundingly complex patchwork of
         free communities, of princes, of lords, of slaves and of freemen. The nomads had effectively secured their frontier so, on
         the northern slopes of the Caucasus mountains, where few armies had ever been, they had been free to develop in their own
         way untroubled by outside interference.

      They had traded with the Turks, the Genoese and the Greeks. Turkish slave-traders had purchased their sons and daughters to
         serve as mercenaries and concubines in the Ottoman Empire. Some embassies had gone back and forth to Moscow, and occasionally
         an army had appeared from Persia to be defeated and sent scurrying home again. The religions of the Russians and the Turks
         had taken root here and there, but in the main the highlanders had been left alone to live their lives untroubled by the outside
         world.

      In its isolated bubble, the Caucasus had become perhaps the most ethnically complex place on earth. Whole language groups
         exist here with no relations outside the region. The Circassian language is related to no other, save for neighbouring Abkhaz
         and now extinct Ubykh. The origins of Chechen and Ingush fascinate linguists. The two million people in Dagestan, on the shores
         of the Caspian Sea, speak forty different languages. By comparison, there are just sixty-five languages native to the entire
         European Union.

      An ethnic map of the region looks like an oil stain on a puddle. The yellow of the Circassians juts up against the light blue
         of the mountain Turks. The dark blue of the Ossetians touches the browns of the Chechens and Ingush. Then the purple of the
         Avars heralds the whole rainbow of the peoples of Dagestan. This Babel was a world apart, with its own traditions, many of them dating to
         long before the arrivals of Islam and Christianity. It governed itself without much interference from anyone.

      No organized power had ever tried to conquer the northern slopes of the Caucasus, since no organized power had ever had a
         secure route there before. To the west, where the Black Sea washes the mountains’ roots, the cliffs plunge straight into the
         water. A single traveller would struggle to pass from south to north here, let alone an army. Very few genuine passes traversed
         the high mountains, and those that did were threatened by savage tribesmen, vicious weather, wild beasts and avalanches. Only
         to the east, along the Caspian shore, could foreigners hope to pass into the North Caucasus: and there the Dagestani and Chechen
         warriors were more than a match for almost any invader.

      But suddenly, with the destruction of the Nogais, a whole new route was created: across the steppes, from the north. The mountains
         that had served as a wall to defend the highlanders from the aggressive south became a trap that blocked their retreat.

      The Russians swept across the newly conquered steppes quickly. The Cossack colonizers built their fortified villages in the
         river valleys, and – together with the regular army – they were fighting the tribes all along the range within less than a
         decade. If the Russians expected it to be an easy fight though, they were mistaken. Over the next two centuries, their armies
         would defeat Napoleon and Adolf Hitler, as well as almost every single one of their neighbours, however mighty. No one resisted
         them for as long as these supposed savages in the valleys of the Caucasus.

      The outside world did not notice the clashes on the marshes of the Yeya in 1783, since it had other things to think about.
         The Americans were building their democracy, while the French were preparing to build theirs. The British were spinning textiles
         and digging coal. Communications within Russia were notoriously bad, so it is possible that few Russians even realized the
         significance of what had happened. But had anyone noticed the little campaign, they would have gained a sneak preview of how
         the Russian army would fight all the tribes to its south.

      Like the Nogais, enemies would be slaughtered if they did not submit. Like with the Nogais, the slaughterer would be honoured.
         Suvorov received the Order of Vladimir First Class, and has streets still named after him in Moscow and St Petersburg. He
         went on to fight in Poland, Turkey and Italy, and died having never lost a battle. Few of those battles would be as easy or
         as brutal as these ones had been, however.

      And as with the Nogais, the slaughter would be forgotten by its perpetrators. No one I spoke to in Yeya Fortress knew their
         little village had once witnessed a battle that decided the future of Russia. In the larger town of Yeisk, a bargain-basement
         holiday resort an hour’s journey along the coast in the rickety bus, the museum staff reacted with disbelief to the suggestion.
         The only hint that Suvorov might have done something morally questionable was a quote attributed to him on the museum wall:
         ‘Never has vanity, especially that fuelled by momentary passion, directed my actions, and I always put aside personal ambition
         when it came to serving the nation.’ Perhaps here he was apologizing for the destruction of the Nogai nation: ‘I was just
         doing my job.’

      For the Nogais are gone. A few villages in the foothills of the mountains remain. But here, in their heartland, no trace survives.
         I left Yeisk the next day, heading south on a bus towards the distant Black Sea coast, and looked for a Turkic name or a felt
         tent, anything that might suggest a nomad influence.

      There was nothing.

      In fact, there was less than nothing. It took me a while to spot the absence, but by the time we had reached the foothills
         of the Caucasus range, I had realized what was wrong. Where the Nogais had herded horses, cattle and sheep, these Russians
         farmed only wheat, sunflowers and maize. In the 300 or so kilometres between Yeisk and the hills, whence Suvorov took the
         hundreds of thousands of stolen livestock, I saw only two cows, a gaggle of geese and one pig. Where the nomads moved their
         tents with the herds, now the Russians are huddled into compact villages of two or three thousand people, their right-angle
         streets identical to every other settlement along the highway. The Russian-language village names showed the curse of the
         colonialist by being either crushingly dull – Sandy, Jolly – or totally over the top – Progress, the Bright Path of Lenin, the Revolutionary
         Wave. The very culture of freewheeling movement and lordless life was extinguished with the nomads, to be replaced by the
         blind obedience of the Russian state.

      But not every nation would vanish as readily as the Nogai, although Russia was equally merciless to all those who did not
         accept its troops with the bread and salt of friendship.

      The Russian troops of Alexander II – hailed today as the great reformer of the tsarist empire, but for the Caucasus tribesmen
         the biggest murderer of them all – could only defeat the Circassians by driving them en masse from their lands on the Black
         Sea coast.

      In what was the first modern genocide on European soil – fifty years before Turkey’s Armenians were butchered, ninety years
         before the Holocaust – perhaps as many as 300,000 Circassians died from hunger, violence, drowning and disease when Russia
         expelled them from their lands on their final defeat in 1864. Scattered pockets of their descendants still cling to the slopes
         of the North Caucasus, but the vast majority of the nation now lives in Turkey, Israel, Jordan and elsewhere in the Middle
         East. What was once their country is now home to Russians, Armenians, Cossacks, Ukrainians and all the other loyal nations
         of the empire.

      Eight decades later, Joseph Stalin – a communist who learned the lessons of his tsarist oppressors well – crushed the mountain
         Turks and the Chechens by ripping them from their homes and dumping them on the steppes of Central Asia. Tens of thousands
         of them died too.

      In the 1990s, those same Chechens – far from being cowed by their treatment – fought a war more terrible than anything even
         the Caucasus had seen before. Grozny, their capital, was destroyed block by block. The fighting became so savage that children
         were targets for both sides. Tens of thousands of Chechens, tired of war, disgusted by the brutality, fled Russia with just
         a suitcase to seek peace elsewhere. They now live in France, Norway, Poland, Austria and throughout the world.

      Through the horrors and joys of their shared history, and in the dozens of countries where war has driven them, the Caucasus
         nations have mingled and traded and fought, creating a rich shared culture of folklore, music, dance and costume.

      That folklore includes a corpus of poems passed from generation to generation. They describe the Narts, the mythic ancestors
         of all the Caucasus nations. The stories are told in many different languages, but remain essentially the same. In one such
         tale, their god sends a swallow down as a messenger, and gives the Narts a choice.

      ‘Do you want to be few and live a short life but have great fame and have your courage be an example for others for evermore?’
         asked the swallow. ‘Or perhaps you would prefer that there will be many of you, that your numbers will be great, that you
         will have whatever you wish to eat and drink, and that you will all live long lives but without ever knowing battle or glory?’

      Throughout the chronicles, the Narts delight in holding meetings and discussions to decide the correct course of action. But
         in this tale they do not do so. Without hesitation, they tell the swallow to take their answer back to his master.

      ‘If our lives are to be short, then let our fame be great! Let us not depart from the truth! Let fairness be our path! Let
         us not know grief! Let us live in freedom!’ The swallow took that answer away with him and, so the story goes, ‘their fame
         has remained undying among people’.

      But, in truth, their god did not keep his side of the bargain. Despite what he promised them, their lives have been cut short,
         fairness has passed them by, they have known endless grief, and their fame has not been great.

      Like the Nogais, many of the peoples that listened to the tales of the Narts around their winter fires were to face slaughter,
         and have their fate forgotten. Who now remembers the Circassians? Or the Balkars? Or the Karachais? Or indeed the Nogais?

      With a few honourable exceptions, the world has responded to the slaughter in the mountains with blank indifference. The Circassian
         exodus attracted headlines at the time, but the nation’s fate has drifted out of history. While the deliberate destructions
         of Turkey’s Armenians and Europe’s Jews are remembered and taught in schools as bleak warnings of humanity’s inhumanity, the
         Circassian genocide is not even known about in the land where it happened.

      In Neal Ascherson’s otherwise wonderful book Black Sea, for example, which traces the interaction of nations around the great inland sea, the Circassians do not appear even once
         in the index. He finds room for such diverse subjects as Pol Pot, Boudicca and Queen Elizabeth I of England, but a nation
         that once controlled the entire north-eastern coast of the sea that is the book’s subject does not warrant a single mention.

      Likewise, taking another book at random from my bookcase, Philip Longworth’s Russia’s Empires details at some length (in a chapter called ‘The Romantic Age of Empire’) how Russia subdued the Caucasus, but without mentioning
         that a major military tactic had been depopulation on a national scale.

      Likewise, Stalin’s destruction of the mountain Turks – divided by the Soviets into the Balkar and Karachai nations – has passed
         largely unnoticed. The deportations were perhaps overshadowed by the horrors that were happening elsewhere in 1943–4, but
         they are indicative of the approach of the Soviet Union to its subjects, and deserve far greater publicity than they have
         received.

      The Chechens, meanwhile, have been victims of geopolitics. Some of their own leaders have been stupid enough to employ terrible
         brutality in the cause of their attempt to gain independence. The world has been able to effectively brand the whole Chechen
         nation as terrorists, and has been happy to avoid grappling with the dreadful strategy Moscow has followed in suppressing
         their self-rule. Ignorance has bred indifference, which in turn has bred deeper ignorance.

      A friend who worked for a Western television station in Moscow once told me how an interviewer had been flown in specially
         to speak to the then president, Vladimir Putin. The interviewer – who was apparently quite well known in his own country –
         glanced down the list of questions prepared for him by the local staff, saw one about the plight of the Chechens, and crossed
         it out.

      ‘I asked about them last time,’ he said, simply, when asked why. In the years between the two interviews, possibly as many
         as 10,000 Chechens had died in a war waged by Putin’s army.

      I was musing on all this, on the mountains and on the fate of the Nogais, as I wandered out into the marshes along the Yeya
         river down tracks the cattle had made in their quest for food and water. Flies buzzed around me, and birds rose up complaining from almost
         at my feet. I sat at last on a patch of cropped grass and listened for a while. I thought that if I cast my mind back I might
         be able to imagine the cheers of the Russian soldiers, the cries of the tribesmen, and the screams of the dying women and
         children.

      I heard nothing except the flies and the birds.

      The day was hot, and after a while I eased onto my back. The sun glowed red through my eyelids, and I thought about the giant
         mountain range away to the south. It would not take me long to get there – just a day or two by bus, if I did not stop on
         the way – and I wondered what awaited me.

      I had seen horrors beyond my imagining because of the Caucasus. I can still, without closing my eyes, see before me the butter-pale,
         serene, long-eyelashed face of a dead teenage boy, one of the 334 victims of the Beslan school siege. I can still feel the
         revulsion of picking through the snow, trying not to step on scraps of fat-edged flesh that were all that remained of a Chechen
         woman who had blown herself up, along with five passers-by, in central Moscow. I can still remember the shock of seeing bombed-out
         Grozny, with its crumpled factories, and shattered tower blocks, for the first time.

      The memories of those outrages were close around me as I lay in the marshes. They always are. But that was not what I was
         thinking of. As I lay there, I replayed something that had happened earlier, the first time I ever saw the mountains, one
         early morning in 2003.

      I had visited a Chechen refugee camp where civilians who had lost their homes existed in ragged, khaki tents in a field of
         mud and stones. I called on a Chechen woman who lived in one of these tents – in size, no bigger than my living room in Moscow
         – and she had told me about her life, how she cooked, tended, cleaned and mended for twelve children who had nothing to do
         all day but play in the mud. The children were not all hers; some were the orphaned children of her sister, others of her
         cousin. She lived without a husband, and I got the impression that he was dead too.

      She had had no stove, just an open gas flame which she used to boil water for washing clothes and cooking pasta.

      The load she was bearing would have broken a lesser woman, but she shrugged it off. She could even laugh at the idiocy of
         a humanitarian organization which had called at the tent a fortnight before. She had not been home at the time, so they had
         asked the children what the family needed. As a result of the charity’s generosity, the tent now boasted a large television
         for everyone to watch while she washed their clothes by hand, juggled sauce pans on the gas flame, and tried to keep mud off
         the bunk beds.

      I had left her tent shaking my head at the wonder of her, and walked back towards my car. Glancing upwards as I walked, I
         was stunned to see the full majesty of the main Caucasus range suddenly emerge from the clouds. Where just a moment before
         had been a dirty grey blur, there was now the brilliant white clarity of the highest mountain range between Canada and Central
         Asia.

      The slopes shone as they soared up to sharp point after sharp point, and the range receded into the west where Mount Elbrus
         – the highest peak in Europe – was perhaps just visible.

      That was what I remembered as I lay in the sun on the marshes and felt the grass stems tickle the backs of my ears. I remembered
         that woman and those mountains, and the unbreakable spirit that made them both rise gleaming and pure.

      Their fame is not great, and their stories have not been told, but truly they deserve to be.

      To learn their stories, I would have to travel far from the mountains. I would labour across the steppes of Central Asia.
         I would squat outside the internment camps of Eastern Europe. I would wander through the cities of Turkey. First of all, though,
         I would sit and drink tea on a warm, fragrant morning amidst the olive trees and gentle hills of northern Israel.






     1. Are You Not a Circassian?

      
      
      That same sun eased down on me a few weeks later, as I drove along one of Israel’s immaculate roads and gazed up at a church
         crowning the brush-covered lump of Mount Tabor to my left. Idar Khon, a 44-year-old retired lieutenant-colonel in the Israeli
         army, was at the wheel, but there was nothing military about the atmosphere.

      
      I had phoned him, without warning, that morning. The man I was supposed to meet had been called away, and had given me Khon’s
         number. I had been apprehensive about calling this unknown officer, but need not have worried.

      
      ‘Well, I don’t actually have a driving licence at the moment,’ he had said, pausing for effect, and then laughing, ‘but I’ll
         come down and get you in half an hour.’

      
      He was better than his word, and was outside my hotel in his Japanese SUV within fifteen minutes. We drove together up the
         hill towards his village, surrounded on all sides by the dense cultivation that makes Israel look so lush. And after ten minutes
         or so a sign told me we had arrived. It was written, like all signs in Israel, in Hebrew.

      
      But there was another, more familiar, alphabet alongside the boxy Hebrew letters: the Cyrillic. In a script that could be
         welcoming visitors to any place in the Russian Caucasus, it told me we were entering the Circassian village of Kfar-Kama.

      
      This village is one of the southernmost outposts of a great Circassian diaspora that spreads from a couple of villages in
         Kosovo, through the great cities of Turkey, and on into the arid and difficult lands of Syria and Jordan. Here, in Israel,
         was the end of the chain, a chain created after Russia expelled almost the entire Circassian nation from its home in the hills
         that fringe the north-eastern shore of the Black Sea in 1864.

      
      Witnesses at the time testified to the desolate conditions of the refugees, who were crammed into leaky boats, ferried across
         the Black Sea from their mountain home, and dumped to shiver and die on the open beaches of the Ottoman state. Perhaps 300,000
         of them were dead before that doddery old empire organized itself enough to find them places to live. It gave them land that
         no one else wanted, land that was threatened by disloyal nations or anarchic nomads on the edges of the vast Ottoman state
         that stretched from modern-day Bulgaria to North Africa and the borders of Iran. Hence, the Circassians found themselves spread
         in a long line ending in Kfar-Kama in Galilee.
      
      
      [image: image]

      I had come to the village to see how much of the Circassians’ culture had survived their destruction and dispersal. Nineteenth-century
         travellers, who had wandered through their Caucasus valleys before their defeat and marvelled at the resistance of this outnumbered
         nation, had admired their openness, their moral fibre, their impulsiveness and above all their generosity.

      
      Khon, a handsome man with short grey hair and an open face, was a credit to his ancestors. He clearly cared far more about
         hospitality to a guest than about the Israeli traffic laws. He barely flinched as we passed a police car on the way into the
         village, and he welcomed me warmly to his clean, airy home. He would, he said, teach me about the Circassians’ culture and,
         over a long morning of tea and conversation, while the breeze lazily stirred the curtains and the sun beat down, he did so.

      
      Eventually, it was time for lunch. His wife Dina, a radiantly beautiful woman with a headscarf and a broad smile, put out
         food for us and their children and we sat and chatted. With lunch over, Khon and I took our time over cups of tea, while the
         children hared around the house, enjoying their after-school freedom.

      
      Khon was deep into a description of habze, the Circassians’ code of conduct, when their nine-year-old sprinted round the corner into the living room, slipped on the
         carpet, and slammed the side of his head into one of the chairs. It sounded painful and he screamed with the shock of it.
         He sobbed into his mother’s arms as she comforted him.

      
      Khon, however, barely looked over his shoulder, and just snapped out the words: ‘Wu adiga ba?’

            In English, that would be: ‘Are you not a Circassian?’, but the question has far more force in the original. In fact, I could
         not think of an English phrase which even came close to its spirit. It is a rhetorical question that suggests someone has
         shamed himself. The boy was crying. Circassians do not cry. Therefore the boy could not be a Circassian, and had shamed himself
         before his ancestors.

      
      The doings of those ancestors are endlessly recounted in tales of the Narts – the legendary giants that lived in the Caucasus
         before people – which bear lessons in how men and women should behave. Savage punishments are meted out for minor indiscretions,
         such as criticizing a wife unfairly, or being overproud. The true heroes of the tales are those who persist in doing the right
         thing – caring for the poor, saving the weak, and so on – even when their foolish neighbours mock them for it. Where Western
         children swap tales of Robin Hood or Tintin, Circassian children all over the diaspora will tell of Setanaya or of Sosruquo,
         born when a shepherd was so overcome with desire for Setanaya that he ejaculated across a river onto a rock.

      
      Sosruquo, even when a child, could beat any Nart in a fight, outshoot them, and outdance them, yet would refuse riches, presents
         or praise. As an adult, he would likewise refuse praise for brave deeds or great feats of strength, crediting instead his
         neighbours or his horse.

      
      These were the virtues Khon was trying to inculcate into his boys, although he was not always very consistent about it.

      
      Under the stern rules of traditional habze, no father can touch his child, and brothers should never be in the same room as
         each other. Khon was earlier quite happy to pick up his angelic golden-haired daughter and bounce her around before lunch
         with the jokey words: ‘This is not habze’. He had his two sons wedged up against him on each side while he did it, and they
         clearly adored rather than feared their father.

      
      Nonetheless, he guided me though the principles of habze with a steadiness and certainty that showed he truly believed in
         them.

      
      The cornerstone of habze is respect. Respect for the Circassians must be earned and awarded. In order to earn respect you
         must respect others in turn, and that reflects itself in many ways. True Circassians, for example, must never interrupt when
         an elder is speaking – a trait which, incidentally, makes them terrible translators.

            I later heard the apocryphal story of a young man who was standing near the fire in a house when an elder started to speak.
         The elder had a lot to say, and took his time about saying it. The young man was unable to move while he was speaking and
         thus ended up with severe burns. Several Circassians told me this story, or a closely related version of it, as a model for
         how young people should behave. It would have been disrespectful to interrupt the old man by moving during his speech.

      
      Elders, on the other hand, must behave honestly and respectfully to the young. Another apocryphal story that I heard at around
         the same time relates how some Circassians were choosing a new leader for their group. Several elders were presenting themselves
         as candidates, and the group was discussing their merits. One of the elders showed signs of wanting to go to the toilet, so
         a young man quickly ran into the toilet ahead of him and dirtied it. When the elder returned, the young man checked the toilet
         and found it to be clean. He then told the assembled men that he would back the choice of this old man, since he had the dignity
         to be humble. His choice was then ratified by the group. Respect, the story showed, is for the Circassians a two-way process.
         This is not a society that celebrates aristocrats or slaves, but free men who appreciate they are part of a community.

      
      Likewise, Circassians must respect members of the opposite sex, and Circassian women enjoy much greater freedom than in the
         Arab communities of the Middle East.

      
      Several Circassian men boasted to me that they had kidnapped or ‘stolen’ their wives, in order to force them to marry them.
         At first I was shocked, but the situation was not in fact what it sounded like. Far from being effectively the rape of an
         unwilling woman, Circassian bride-stealing is a strategic step taken to force her unwilling parents to agree to her getting
         married. The stealing is ritualized, and accompanied by a volley of gunshots to alert the parents that it has happened. The
         couple would never be alone together, and the groom’s uncle would normally be employed as an emissary to sound out the prospective
         in-laws.

      
      If they relented – which they almost always do – and agreed to the match, she would return home immediately, and the wedding
         would be prepared. If they did not agree, she would go to live with the groom’s uncle until the wedding.

      
      Khon was in fact one of the most recent people in Kfar-Kama to steal his wife, and many of the villagers were sad that, under
         the influence of Islam and with more tolerant parents, bride-stealing and the slight whiff of scandal it generates was dying
         out.

      
      ‘It is all very easy now, so there is less and less kidnapping. The last case was a year and a half ago, when they decided
         to get married they wanted to do everything properly, but the mother of the girl said she was too young at only twenty years
         old and that her grandmother had only died two years before. That night, gunshots were heard. There are lots of weapons here,
         you see soldiers with weapons, but we do not use them. So if you hear gunshots that means someone has been kidnapped. Then
         they told the mother the girl had been kidnapped, by SMS I think, and she said okay, they could get married, and everything
         was fine,’ said Zoher Tahawha, curator of the village museum.

      
      The most famous Circassian trait, however, and the cornerstone of habze, is hospitality. Circassians must respect their guests,
         and treat them as a member of their own family – a trait I exploited shamelessly.

      
      While travelling through the Circassian communities – from Kosovo, around Turkey, to Israel, Jordan and then to the Caucasus
         itself – I rarely had more than one phone number to call for help in any of the countries I visited. Sometimes I would not
         even have that. Still, everyone I met would put me in touch with a friend or acquaintance in the next town or village. And
         people gave up sometimes several days in a row to show me their communities.

      
      In the afternoon, Khon took me to talk to his friends, and they too greeted me like a long-lost brother.

      
      We sat, the four of us – Khon, me, and his friends Ali and Gerchad – and discussed habze in the delightful warmth of an Israeli
         afternoon, cups of coffee on the table in front of us and the breeze stirring the folds of a Circassian flag – a green rectangle,
         with three golden arrows crossed below twelve gold stars.

      
      ‘Just to begin to understand the Circassians you have to be such a philologist,’ said Gerchad. ‘There are no histories of
         us, so you have to be able to read English, Arabic, Turkish, French, Russian, Circassian and more. If you can’t read all of these you will
         not get a complete picture. Besides, I don’t think anyone could write down habze anyway.’

      
      Habze, they told me, is about obedience and loyalty. Look at the Circassians, they said. The whole nation fought for the army
         of whatever state they found themselves in. I thought back to the conversation with Khon in the morning. I had asked him if,
         being a Muslim, he was not troubled by serving in the Israeli army.

      
      ‘When the British were here,’ he had replied, ‘we served the British as policemen. Then in 1948 some younger men moved into
         the Israeli army. I did not plan a career in the army, but I am from Rehaniye, a small village. There is no factory, and all
         there was was the police or the army: what we call security jobs. I did not enjoy the war, fighting the Palestinians. We have
         a problem because we are Muslims but we are a part of Israel, and so we do our best to be part of the community, but we do
         not like the war between the Palestinians and Israel.’

      
      This loyalty to their new homes had been a characteristic of the Circassians ever since the tragedy of 1864. Circassians fought
         for the Ottoman Turks until their state collapsed after the First World War.

      
      When the sultan was deposed, they fought for the Turkish Republic against the Greeks and the occupying powers, although their
         leader, Ethem, received no thanks for it. He was driven out by Ataturk, who disliked rivals and accused him of being a traitor.

      
      With the Ottoman Empire shattered, they also served their new masters in Jordan, Syria, Iraq and elsewhere. They earned a
         reputation as tough soldiers to fight alongside or against. One Sir Gerald Clauson wrote a memo to the British Foreign Office
         in 1949 about his time fighting with the Arab Legion – of Lawrence of Arabia fame – against the Ottoman state.

      
      The Circassians in Jordan, he said, were ‘the best fighters in that area, and, generally speaking, a pretty tough lot’.

      
      He reminisced about a Circassian officer commanding an Ottoman force near the Iraqi city of Fallujah who refused to surrender
         until the British sent a plane over and dropped artillery shells on him. ‘The gentleman sent us a message to say that honour was satisfied now that the angel of death was hovering over him and that he
         was willing to surrender. I saw him when he was brought in in a thick black uniform in the height of summer and thought he
         was one of the toughest and most attractive creatures that I had met in the course of the campaign.’

      
      His note formed part of a memo suggesting that the Circassians might be trained up as an anti-communist force to be secretly
         despatched from the Middle East to fight Moscow. The idea apparently originated from émigré Circassians from the Soviet Union.
         The suggestion was rejected, as likely to cause severe embarrassment if the local Arab governments found out about it, but
         does show the regard with which the world viewed the Circassians’ prowess.

      
      The plan would probably have failed, however, for the simple reason that Circassian loyalty does not know borders. On the
         other side of the Iron Curtain, the local Circassians were equally loyal to the Russian state and had been since before 1864,
         and would have resisted insurgents. Regiments of Circassian cavalry were raised from the region of Kabarda for all the nineteenth
         century, and the tribesmen in their national costume regularly formed the honour guard for the emperor, as they do now for
         the king of Jordan.

      
      With great irony, Alexander II – whose armies destroyed the Circassians and conquered the Caucasus – had a Circassian bodyguard
         in 1881 when he rode through St Petersburg. As he passed, an anarchist hurled a bomb at his carriage. The bomb bounced off,
         exploding on the street and fatally injuring one of his Circassian guards. This emperor, who had so uncaringly sent the Circassians
         into exile and seized their homeland, was now overcome with compassion for this individual. He descended from his carriage,
         presenting an irresistible target to another anarchist who had kept a bomb in reserve. The bomb was thrown and the emperor
         killed, victim of his regard for a loyal Circassian.

      
      The Circassians fought for the tsars again in the First World War, raising the Caucasus Cavalry Division even though they,
         as Muslims, were exempt from conscription. Circassian regiments may even have fought each other since the Turks also employed
         them as cavalry, and most Circassian villages in Turkey have photographs of the volunteers they sent off to fight the Russians. In the Second World
         War, the Soviet Union’s Circassians fought again, although – Turkey being neutral – they no longer had to fight against their
         ethnic kin.

      
      The Circassians, however, are no longer the fighters they once were. Young Circassians are now – in Israel, Jordan and Turkey
         – more likely to study technology than to enter officer training school. The older martial qualities are slipping away, and
         the world offers more opportunities than Khon ever had.

      
      But it is the lasting respect for military virtues that sustains the Circassian regard for a phlegmatic nature – for the lack
         of which Khon rebuked his nine-year-old. Traditionally, a Circassian should never express frustration, anger or weakness.
         To be seen drunk in public is shameful, and a Circassian should be able to hold his alcohol. Circassian women traditionally
         wore a corset from puberty to marriage, the strings of which were only untied once a day by her mother. On the marriage night,
         the groom would have to restrain his impatience by untying the fiendish knots concocted by his in-laws. Any man who used a
         knife to release his new wife showed a lack of self-control, and was publicly shamed.

      
      Circassian women no longer wear corsets, but the tradition has been updated, according to Tahawha, who talked me through the
         wedding traditions used by the young Circassians of Kfar-Kama.

      
      ‘People used to try to make the groom tired. His friends would often kidnap the groom, and eat, dance, play – the only sad
         one being the groom. They only sent him home at first light, and when his wife opens the door she has been asleep and she
         was not afraid of anything. Then, twenty years ago or so, they started to put obstacles in front of the groom, or burst the
         tyres on his car. When I got married in 2002, my friends sat with me until two in the morning. I kept telling them I had to
         go to my wife, but they would ask me what the rush was. I was angry, and did not know what they were doing. But afterwards
         I understood, they were making me tired so I would be gentle with my wife. People still do this now, although only until twelve
         midnight or so.’

      
      All of this perhaps gives the impression that habze is a rather austere discipline, but that is far from the truth. Hospitality
         is given joyously and willingly, while loyalty and comradeship are an excuse for competitions and showing off. Nineteenth-century travellers
         wrote how the Circassian young men raced and fought to establish precedence.

      
      In a strange reflection of this tradition, I made kebabs.

      
      In Kfar-Kama, a wedding takes place almost every weekend in summer. At least a quarter of Israel’s 4,000 Circassians are invited
         to each one and the catering is a major challenge. A dozen or so men are required to shape the mince into shish-kebabs, to
         skewer the marinaded chicken, and to chop the onions and other vegetables. Although, as a vegetarian, I did not look on preparing
         several thousand kebabs as a major treat, I could hardly turn down an invitation to take part.

      
      Funnily enough, although the mince was clammy and the fat stuck to my hands, the occasion was a joy. Conversation was almost
         all in Circassian, with just the occasional comment in English to me, but the constant laughter and spirit of the occasion
         made me feel included and happy.

      
      Our host, who spoke very little English, kept encouraging me to ‘make kebabs with love’ – a baffling comment that I only later
         discovered was a reference to an Israeli hummus advert. Every time he said it, a gale of laughter would sweep the room. Then
         the fierce competition that had developed between our table and that next door, where a group of older men were trying to
         match our prodigious kebab output, would resume in even deadlier earnest.

      
      Every task was the excuse for a joke. And when I wiped my eyes after peeling an onion, there was a good half-hour of banter
         about whether it was or was not habze for a man to cry if he was not actually sad.

      
      The same good-natured rivalry extended to the wedding itself, where the men competed for the most flamboyant dancing. Circassian
         dancing is a well-developed tradition, in which the women glide on scarcely moving feet within a circle of clapping onlookers,
         their hands undulating and dipping like fish in a tropical sea. The men, however, are all flash and fire. Their feet stamp,
         and their arms dart as they shepherd their partner around the ring. With chests out, and their heads thrown back, their dances
         have a primal quality: a mating display in its rawest form. That men and women dance together at all is, of course, a rarity in the Middle East and just another
         sign of the exceptional nature of Circassian culture in the region.

      
      The dancing, the accordion music, and the rules of habze were common elements to all the Circassian communities I visited,
         even ones where the language had been lost. But, for decades, the Circassians of Israel did not know that. They had only the
         smallest signs that any Circassians outside their two villages survived at all.

      
      ‘In my time,’ remembered Khon, ‘there was one radio station from Amman or Syria maybe that played one hour of Circassian music
         a week, this was the only thing we had outside our own community. And the whole lot of us sat by our radios and listened to
         this music.’

      
      Khon visited the Caucasus in 1992 for a month and is still excited about it. ‘It was a spiritual journey,’ he said. ‘It was
         more than I expected, I did not expect to ever see that we had a country. I went to the theatre, I heard people in a town
         speak Circassian. At last we had a chance to raise the nation up again.’

      
      At that time, Israel and Jordan were not to sign a peace treaty for another two years, so Khon could not visit his Circassian
         compatriots the other side of the Jordan valley. He looked for another way to connect with the diaspora, and found it in the
         internet. If you searched for the word Circassian on the internet in those days, he remembered, you found nothing. And since
         the Israeli Circassians got the internet before any of the other diaspora communities, and they could learn from their Jewish
         neighbours how to mobilize a scattered nation, they hit the ground running.

      
      They used the internet to seek out other Circassians dreaming of creating a united nation for the first time in over a century,
         and forged ties that have strengthened and spread in the years since.

      
      Kfar-Kama is now home to a radio station called Adiga Radio that broadcasts over the web twenty-four hours a day. It has news
         in several languages and plays a peculiar selection of Circassian music in which home-made hip-hop will morph into a folk
         melody and back again, to an audience around the world. The radio site also allows visitors to download Circassian versions
         of classic films – including Bambi, which has been renamed Nalbi, perhaps because Bambi has an unfortunate double meaning in Circassian, although none of the locals would explain it to me. Israel’s Circassians are also
         active in chat rooms and discussion forums trying to reach out to their compatriots across the Middle East.

      
      This ability to expand their horizons while remaining Circassian came along just in time. Israel’s Circassians were running
         out of non-relatives to marry and the opening of borders has allowed people to look for wives or husbands in Turkey and Jordan.

      
      The Circassians in Israel now have a professional folk-dancing troupe, coached by a Jewish immigrant from the Russian Caucasus,
         and the children are well-educated about the history of their nation. But, in reaching out, they did find one problem. Despite
         being the smallest community, Israel’s Circassians are the only ones outside the old homeland to have preserved the language
         completely. It is so vigorously alive in Israel that even non-Circassian neighbours in Rehaniye speak it well.

      
      But it is hard to talk to compatriots in other countries. Young Circassians elsewhere speak Arabic, Turkish or even English.

      
      Take Sebahattin Diyner, a stern 75-year-old in the Turkish city of Kayseri, for example. He never thought he would visit the
         Caucasus, and he never thought his children would need the language that he grew up speaking. He was born after all in Turkey
         – a Turkey where saying you were not a Turk was a political act. He was a Circassian, and his parents taught him to be proud
         of it. But he did not advertise it.

      
      As the 1980s came to a close, however, change was bubbling over not only in his own country, where the economy’s growth was
         altering society profoundly, but in the Soviet Union too. Suddenly ethnic groups that had long been part of the happy communist
         family under the Russian ‘older brother’ could look around them and explore their past.

      
      The communities began to reach out to each other and, when they found each other, to dream of re-creating what was lost at
         a ground-breaking conference for the whole nation.

      
      So Diyner was nervous when he stood on stage at the International Circassian Congress held in the Caucasus town of Nalchik
         in May 1991. The Soviet Union still existed. Would the dream of forging bonds between the fragments of the shattered nation be
         pulled away as it had been in the past?

      
      ‘There must have been 15,000 people gathered there and I addressed them on behalf of the Turkish delegation. When I was speaking
         people started crying. When we went out on the street, people came up to us, they wanted to know about relatives in Turkey.
         An old woman, she must have been eighty, just hugged me, she said she had been told a big lie all her life. The governments
         had lied, they had been told that the diaspora had lost its culture, that Circassians abroad lived badly. She said she felt
         like a mother who had found a lost child,’ he remembered, seventeen years after that historic speech.

      
      Diyner was seventy-five years old when we met in the central Turkish city of Kayseri, and at first he possessed an austere
         dignity. He tapped his foot up and down as he answered, leaning back in an overstuffed armchair.

      
      Without being rude, he managed to give the impression of someone who wanted to be doing something else, rather than answering
         questions about his past. But as he remembered the congress of 1991, he thawed. He leaned forward in his chair, planting both
         feet on the ground, and began to lose himself in what had been. He talked more quickly about the people he had met and the
         amazing sights he had seen.

      
      ‘We could talk to everyone, we had no problems, our language was identical. I met sixty people from the same family as me,
         people with the same surname as me. Many of them lived in the little village of Lo’okit. We have a village just near here
         with the same name.’

      
      With the ice broken, he allowed me to ask more questions. I probed deeper and suddenly he just opened up. I sat in amazed
         silence, scribbling in my notebook as he told me his family story. He only stopped – his foot tapping again but this time
         in impatience – for his words to be translated into English so he could continue.

      
      Some sixteen members of his family left the Caucasus in 1864, with his grandfather’s father on the boat as a young boy. Twelve
         of them survived the voyage and the refugee camp. Three died of disease, while one young man had broken his leg and hurt his
         head climbing on board ship and died without reaching Turkey.

            They arrived in Samsun, and trekked into Anatolia in search of the empty lands that the government had promised them. They
         reached the Uzunyayla – the ‘Long Plateau’ – of central Turkey, where only nomads lived, and they settled down to make it
         their own.

      
      Uzunyayla is a bleak, terrible place, treeless and windswept. Villages are tucked into folds in the ground but are still dreadfully
         exposed. Poles along the verges mark the road when it is covered by dense snow in winter.

      
      The Circassian country along the Black Sea could scarcely have been more different. Densely wooded, and made up of rolling
         hills and tumbling rivers, it provided ample farming and grazing for the nation before its expulsion. It must have been cruel
         indeed for Circassians to trek from their lush home to this arid and blasted land.

      
      But on a map of Circassian communities in the Middle East, this plateau holds a special meaning as a crossroads. The Circassian
         villages fan south from the Black Sea city of Samsun in a line, stretching down through Uzunyayla to the border with Syria,
         then on into Jordan and Israel. To the east, only a handful of villages are scattered near the borders of Armenia and Iraq.
         To the west, however, a mass of them rings Istanbul in the regions of Sakariya, Eskisehir and Bursa. When Diyner’s great-grandfather
         arrived here, this Circassian world was just being created. Its members were cousins and neighbours and friends. They would
         serve together in the Ottoman army, and trade together and enjoy each other’s company. The Circassians had lost Circassia,
         but they were still linked in one giant community.

      
      Diyner’s grandfather left Turkey in 1911 to go to the Caucasus for a visit. He met those of his aunts and uncles who had remained
         behind. After staying for two and a half years, he reluctantly turned down offers to find him a bride. He had a wife and children
         in Turkey and they were waiting for him. But it was cruel homecoming, for he died in 1915 fighting the Russians in the First
         World War.

      
      He would not have known it but he was one of the last Circassians to have enjoyed the freedom to wander through the newly
         created diaspora. He just saddled a horse, rode for four and a half months, and came back to Uzunyayla.

            Diyner had a picture of him. It was a photograph of a painting, which was in turn taken from a photograph. It showed a young
         man, straight-backed and handsome with his moustache and astrakhan hat. He wore the tunic of the Circassian, with its cartridge
         cases in their holders across his chest and the long dagger in front of his crotch. Diyner was seventy-five years old and
         the very model of the secular Turk, in his checked shirt, glasses and cardigan. But he had the same moustache, the same hooded
         eyes and the same straight back. The resemblance was striking.

      
      The war that killed his grandfather also destroyed the Russian empire. The communist state that succeeded it built walls that
         separated the diaspora communities from their homeland for more than seventy years. No one from Diyner’s generation had ever
         been to the Caucasus, nor even dreamed that it would one day be possible.

      
      Uzunyayla is in a way the most Circassian of all Turkey’s districts. When the Circassians arrived in the Ottoman Empire, they
         were distributed wherever the government could afford to give them land. Circassians today like to say they were placed along
         the frontiers of settled agriculture as guardians of the Ottoman heartland from the wild nomad tribes. It is a pleasant myth,
         and has a comforting feel to it. In truth, however, it is more likely that the land used by nomads could be given away to
         the new arrivals without anyone significant complaining. The farmers would then encourage their nomad neighbours to settle.
         The line from Samsun down to the Holy Land was the line where the farming Turks and Arabs bumped against the Turkoman and
         Bedouin nomads, and thus the line where there was land available to give to the Circassians.

      
      To the west, where Circassians are clumped around Istanbul, they were moved onto swampy valley floors, which they drained
         and turned into fertile and profitable fields. Circassians were settled in the Balkans as well, but were driven out when the
         states of Romania and Bulgaria were created in 1878–9, leaving just a handful in Kosovo – a community that now is all but
         extinct.

      
      Hundreds of thousands of Circassians left the Caucasus. Estimated numbers vary wildly: from a probably overinflated two million,
         to a clearly too small 300,000. The number was probably somewhere between a million and 1.2 million, according to the latest research by historians. The death toll of their terrible journey
         is impossible to estimate, but the mortality rate was probably about a third.

      
      The world’s current Circassian population is hard to estimate. The emigrants’ descendants today number maybe as many as four
         million in Turkey, although historians have not studied them and even Western histories of the modern Turkey fail to include
         them in their indexes. A hundred thousand or so are in Syria, and maybe 70,000 more live in Jordan, while 4,000 live in Israel
         and a handful cling on in Kosovo. Significant secondary communities also live in the United States, Germany and the Netherlands.
         The diaspora community, therefore, massively outnumbers the 600,000 Circassians who still live in the Caucasus.

      
      There was, therefore, great excitement among these Circassians when, just a few months after Diyner’s speech at the International
         Circassian Congress in 1991, the Soviet Union collapsed and the prospect of reuniting the nation rose in its place.

      
      Young Circassians take great interest in the traditions of their parents. Today, in Turkey, very few Circassians below thirty
         or forty years old speak their own language, but they have nonetheless sought to assert their culture.

      
      Listening to old stories, a group of young people in the early 1990s had heard an old folk tale of a woman called Elif Ketsep’ha.
         She, the story told them, grew up in the Balkans when it was still Ottoman land but was forced to flee in 1877–8 and ended
         up in a small village north of Adapazari in western Turkey. Her family died of disease and famine, leaving just her to honour
         their corpses. She sat every day by their graves singing the mourning songs of her people, becoming a symbol of the constancy
         and the tragedy of her nation.

      
      The young, idealistic Circassians of the early 1990s found the graveyard where she had lamented her loss, and began to commemorate
         their nation’s destruction there, choosing as their remembrance day 21 May: the date when Russia proclaimed victory in the
         Caucasus in 1864.

      
      Elif’s village stands a few kilometres inland from the tiny fishing port of Kefken, which also has a special place in the
         hearts of the Circassians as one of the arrival sites of the massed refugees. It is a wild and bleak coast, with a few caves pushed into
         the low cliffs that mark the edge of the beaches. In these caves, Circassians sheltered and scratched the rocks with their
         names in the Arabic script they then used.

      
      The memorial ceremony, which I attended in 2008, has become a tribute to how far the Circassians have come in uniting their
         far-flung nation. They had come from all over Turkey, from America, from Russia, from Israel. Many of them bore the green
         flag of Circassia, with its crossed arrows and stars, and they all stood together on the jagged rocks to throw flowers into
         the sea which formed the final grave for so many of their compatriots.

      
      As the sun touched the horizon, an old man’s voice rose in a lament joined by the quiet hum of other Circassians singing together.
         Hundreds of carnations arced through the air to land in the water, which heaved beneath them. Song followed song, as the purple
         stain of evening spread over the sea. Darkness fell and I sat on the clifftop watching as a bonfire flared up on the beach
         and the assembled Circassians – young and old – took a blazing torch in each hand and made a procession along the shoreline.
         The haunting melody of the Circassian song ‘Road to Istanbul’ hung in the air like a floating scrap of silk: delicate but
         strong:

      

Our beautiful caps lie on the edge of our foreheads,

The steeds we ride, alas, we shall also have to leave behind.

Woe, our forefathers and foremothers are weeping over us!

Wailing and mourning we are exiled from our motherland,

We utter our farewells to the fatherland with bleeding hearts!








      
      2. We Share Happiness, We Share Sadness

      
      I sat in the bus driving back to Istanbul from Kefken musing on the amazing strength of the Circassians, and on how, after
         so many years apart, they had reforged the links connecting their nation together so quickly. It was only our small bus-full
         that was leaving the event. A horde of young Circassians remained, and they would drink and talk and dance all night at a
         building on the jagged cliffs. New friendships would be born, new courtships would begin, and maybe new marriages be agreed.

      
      But, in some ways, the impression of a newly united nation was a misleading one. The nineteenth-century travellers who had
         been so amazed by the Circassians would have struggled to recognize some of their traits in their descendants. Circassians
         all over the world were often profoundly troubled by what they found in the communities of their compatriots in other countries.

      
      It is not surprising perhaps that a Circassian who has grown up in the democracy of Israel has a different mentality to one
         who grew up in the communism of Russia, or the authoritarian strictness of Jordan or Kosovo. But it still came as a disappointment
         to Circassians – overjoyed by the new freedoms they found after 1991, and by their chance to visit the Russian Caucasus –
         to find their ancestors’ homeland so, well, Russian.

      
      I found Selim Abazi, fifty-four years old, in Milosheve, one of two villages in Kosovo where Circassians once predominated.
         He moved to southern Russia in 1993, and was joined by the whole Kosovo Circassian community in 1998 when the war with the
         Serbians started in earnest. He remained a fiercely patriotic Circassian, with the green-and-yellow flag tacked to the wall
         of his shack, but he had left the Caucasus to go back to Kosovo in 2000.

      
      ‘I did not like these Russians, they are communists and we had no relations with them at all, they were scared of us. We could
         speak to the Circassians, but they too had become like Russians. They would ask us if we had only come to their country to find work
         and they would swear at us and say they did not have enough to eat for themselves,’ he told me in the broken Russian he had
         learned in his time in the Caucasus.

      
      ‘The Caucasus is beautiful, it is subtropical. But the people are bad, when they got democracy everything fell apart. There
         is too much alcohol, too many drugs.’

      
      I got the impression Abazi was not being entirely open with me. He certainly never explained how he’d lost his arm, which
         was just a bandage-swathed stump. But his story was echoed by the few Circassians I managed to track down in the wretchedly
         poor Kosovan villages they had returned to in preference to the nice, red-brick houses the Russian government gave them to
         live in.

      
      The graveyards were still full of Circassian surnames, the mosque – built by Circassians – stood tall, but the few old men
         and women left here would be the end of
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